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	Brothers and Sisters in Christ, and honored guests, I welcome you to this installation service with great joy.  For United Church of Christ ministers to be posted to an interdenominational university Church is not an ordinary thing.  On behalf of Marsh Chapel and Boston University, I give thanks to the two UCC Associations that have approved their appointments here.  The representatives of those Associations, and the congregations to which Deans Ellis and Olson belong, are especially welcome.  Before you all, I want to say how pleased, grateful, and filled with joy I am to have Meredith and Jim as my colleagues in the Chapel.  I thank them, and I thank you all.
	To a simple Methodist pietist such as myself, the United Church of Christ looks like an extremely diverse group.  Here is Meredith the Congregationalist, most happy talking with individuals and small groups, anxious to avoid either the appearance or the reality of hierarchy.  Christianity for her is the plain and unadorned love of Christ shared among friends, particularly among those who, without Christ, are broken.  If she ever were to leave the United Church of Christ for any reason, I think she would settle to be a Quaker.  Then here is Jim the Highchurchman, whose last major writing was a thesis on why the United Church of Christ should have bishops, whose skill in liturgics extends from rubrics to millinery, and whose second language is Latin.  Christianity for him is the redeemed worship of God which he loves with a deep care for the building, the adornments, and music of worship, with an equally deep fascination with the historical depth and breadth of forms of worship, and with an uncanny ability to make worship happen in vital and relevant ways, in the midst of a thousand distractions, and without the visible use of a chair and whip.  If he were to leave the United Church of Christ for any reason, I believe he would remain unchurched until Heaven where the worship would be at a level of seriousness that might satisfy him, if he were put in charge.  Aren’t we lucky that between these UCC extremes the middle ground is Methodism?  I’m glad I don’t have to solve the problem of the middle ground in the UCC!
	That we are here today to install Meredith and Jim as associate deans of the Chapel makes me wonder what difference installation will make.  For a month we had that beautiful new organ console in place but uninstalled; it looked good, but it didn’t make music, and we had to have an ugly substitute electronic organ with speakers in the middle of the floor.  I have to say that Meredith and Jim have already been doing ministry in extraordinary ways here, without benefit of installation. What will they do differently? When I myself was installed last fall, someone said, with unchurchly frankness (however appropriate to Boston University’s affairs that season), that being installed in this institution is like having your backside screwed into a wall socket until you light up.  Methodists would never say anything as crude as that, but the sentiment is correct.  I hope that from now on Meredith and Jim will minister here with a brilliant, incandescent glow.
	In particular I want both of them to minister to folks like the two boys in the Parable of the Prodigal Son.  By nature, Meredith and Jim, and most likely the rest of us clergy, are prone to focus on the son who stays at home in the Church and does the yeoman work.  The elder brother has his nose out of joint because someone else is getting more attention than he, but hey, isn’t that what church leaders spend 90% of their time dealing with anyway?  The issue first came up in Acts, when the Aramaic speaking widows and the Greek speaking widows each thought the other was getting better service. The apostles thought they would solve the problem by appointing a committee to deal with service matters, called deacons.  What foolishness!  The first deacon, Stephen, got himself killed for preaching like an apostle.  The Jewish Christian church with those Aramaic speaking widows disappeared and the Greek speaking widows flat-out won.  In the United Methodist Church today the deacons and elders periodically have hissy fits at one another because the other is getting more attention.  The elder brother is church business as usual.
	So I want Meredith and Jim to concentrate more deliberately on our prodigals, as we all should.  Thirty years ago the prodigals would mainly have been people who previously had lived within the church and had left for some reason.  Reaching out to them meant revivifying the prayers and hymns in their nostalgic memories, recalling them to exciting critical missions in the world.  Now too few people have the Christian memories for that to work as evangelism.  Ministry to people wandering lost and hungry in the world needs to reach out to them where they are, and address them on their own terms.  I ask Meredith and Jim to join me in reaching out to the prodigals.  The prodigals are those who have left the riches of God’s creation and find themselves longing to eat garbage pods with the pigs.  The prodigals are those who are surrounded by light, grace, and abundance of spirit, and yet cannot see, touch, or profit from those things.
	We in a university church have a special orientation to evangelism.  We are rightly forbidden to proselytize among other religious groups, and also to put any pressure on non-religious people to join us.  What we can do instead is to indicate what we offer regarding the Christian life, so that those who are interested can find us and join if they like.   The Parable of the Prodigal Son is for this case.  The father did not go out looking for his lost son.  He stayed at home, waiting and longing.  The Prodigal worked himself into despair until finally he remembered his father’s household and resolved to return and beg work as a servant.  When he was barely close enough to be recognized, his father raced to embrace him, clothe him in the household vestments, and give a party to make the joy of his homecoming public.  
	Our ministry, and perhaps not only in a university church, is to so represent redeemed life in Christ in words and deeds that the prodigals can recognize it as a home where God is the host and they will be welcomed.  This ministry is the job of all Christians, lay and ordained.  The special obligation of ordained clergy is to lead the Church’s words and behavior so that what we represent to the world’s prodigals is indeed the hospitality of God, the love of the Father who would celebrate the homecoming of all.
	The reason our ministry to the prodigals is so difficult, however, is that most of us are like the elder brother.  We in the Church, clergy as much as laity, need to be reconciled to the fact that the Father loves those others who do not work with us, who might in fact have rejected us, ridiculed us, patronized us.  Like the elder brother, we toil in the fields until long after the others have come back to rest or party and our work is never done.  Many of us believe that evangelism is a waste of time.  Others fear that successful evangelism will only bring in more people with more problems that we can’t solve.  Yet others might be enthusiastic about evangelism but only because increased numbers will make our ministries look more successful, which is about us, not them.  And then when the new people are represented by scripture and the Holy Spirit’s proddings as the favored ones, those who had been dead but now are alive, our sense of ministry is torqued with anger.
	 So let me ask Meredith and Jim to join in the ministry within the Church to the elder brothers, and a few sisters I dare say, as well s to the prodigals.  Of course we cannot neglect the flock we have; perhaps the father in the parable had been remiss in not giving the elder brother more attention.  Help us to remind each other that everything God has, we have.  We already are inheritors of the kingdom.  Remind us, when we balk at sharing, that the abundance is infinite.  Remind us also that there are two deaths in the parable.  The Prodigal was dead in his dissolution, and came back to life.  The elder brother also was dead in a sense that neither he nor his father had recognized until his Father’s joy at the Prodigal’s return prompted an explosion of resentment.  We don’t know how that part of the story ends.  The Father tells the Elder Brother that “all that is mine is yours.”  In material things that is true because of the laws of primogeniture.  But was the Elder Brother capable of inheriting his Father’s love of the Prodigal?  Jesus did not say. For us, that is the question of whether the Church’s fellowship can be viewed as a way of offering God’s hospitality to those who are not of it.  
	So by way of pushing the envelop of ministry to those in the church, I invite Meredith and Jim into a ministry to those who are outside.  May our ministry make the church the host that introduces God to the indifferent world.  May our ministry make the church the host to God in a indifferent world.  May our ministry make the Body of Christ as humble as its Lord who made himself a slave so that God and the world might be reconciled.  
The Father’s two children represent different kinds of people to whom we minister, counting both clergy and laypeople as ministers. But there are not two ministries, one for each.  There is one ministry that heals each kind for the sake of the other.  As we install our associate deans today, let us pray that they, and the rest of us, can glow with the light of this complicated ministry. 
Amen
Robert Cummings Neville
3/18/04
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